An anarchist guide to ... violence by Ruth Kinna (1252950)
Is violence unanarchist? H
istory suggests otherw
ise. A 
m
ass of assassinations, the enthusiasm
 for dynam
ite 
and chem
istry, the prom
otion of m
achine breaking and 
sabotage as m
eans of direct action, vigilante justice, the 
em
brace of outlaw
 cultures—
from
 the M
olly M
cG
uires 
to Ravacholism
—
and the w
illingness to extend the idea 
of com
plicity to all w
ho fail to protest against capitalist 
injustice are all w
ell-know
n features of historical anar-
chist violence.
Repeated, loose references to propaganda have 
reinforced a view
 that anarchism
 is an inherently aggres-
sive politics. W
ho cares that advocates of propagandistic 
acts form
ulated the strategy w
ith a range of inspiring, 
illegal, confrontational acts in m
ind. Far from
 calling for 
assassination, they in fact w
arned activists against reg-
icide for fear that their target audiences w
ould confuse 
anarchism
 w
ith republicanism
. That possibility w
as lost 
once the doctrine gained currency. Anarchist deeds, 
rarely judged w
ith the sam
e latitude or leniency as repub-
lican actions, have com
e to be regarded as crim
inal 
rather than political acts. For liberals and conservatives 
alike, anarchism
 is a loose byw
ord for terror. Russian 
nihilists w
ere not considered anarchists for those liber-
als w
ho regarded the Tsar as a tyrant, but w
ere clearly 
anarchists for conservatives w
ho defended the im
perial 
order. The Irish Brotherhood com
m
itted ‘outrages’ but 
w
ere not ‘anarchists’ because sufficient num
bers of 
English socialists and liberals believed that H
om
e Rule 
w
as a just cause. Indian anti-colonial nationalists - w
ho 
like the Irish republicans also rejected anarchism
 as 
a political idea—
only had to adopt assassination as a 
m
ethod of resistance to be labelled ‘anarchists’ by the 
British Im
perialists.
The association of anarchism
 w
ith the rejection 
of violence is a m
ore recent developm
ent that gained 
purchase in the afterm
ath of Europe's tw
entieth-cen-
tury global w
ars and in the light of the terrorism
 of the 
1970s. Anarchist non-violence has been shaped by a 
fusion of pow
erful ideas and m
ovem
ents: Tolstoyan anar-
cho-pacifism
, civil rights activism
, anti-w
ar organising, 
anarcha-fem
inist critiques of patriarchy, the suspicion 
that violence is strategically counterproductive, the rise 
of anti-m
ilitarist doctrines linking violence to the state, 
the association of violence w
ith regim
es of dom
ination 
and hierarchy and the m
agnetic pull of poetic terrorism
.
These argum
ents are difficult to resist, espe-
cially w
hen m
easured against the appalling reputation 
that anarchism
 has gained as a result of its lurid past. 
Com
pared to non-violent direct action, violence appears 
a poor choice, strategically w
rongheaded, if not dow
n-
right unethical. Still, a stark com
parison distorts the 
issue: w
e m
ust understand the boundaries betw
een 
violence and non-violence as blurred. Indeed, non-vi-
olence does not necessarily entail a strict adherence to 
non-resistance (the Tolstoyan view
). It is also possible 
to m
ake room
 for the right to self-defence w
ithin fram
e-
w
orks of non-violence, just as it's possible to ground a 
rejection of non-violence on everyday passivity. C
learly, 
this is not a sim
ple issue and yet historicism
 sharpens 
and hardens the politics, exaggerating the distinction 
and m
aking the choices seem
 stark.
 Argum
ents about violence are not just about its 
legitim
ate use or the circum
stances in w
hich violence 
becom
es defensible. They are also debates about par-
ticular tactics and the possibility and nature of anarchist 
change. These debates are generally rehearsed in 
particular environm
ents: typically in liberal-capitalist 
dem
ocracies, and regarding local - albeit globalised 
- protest actions. In this context, the critique of vio-
lence som
etim
es becom
es a w
rapper for the rejection 
of stereotypical old-hat m
illenarian conceptions of 
revolution. Violence looks politically unacceptable 
and not only unlikely to bring about transform
ation 
(except for those w
ho rem
ain stubbornly glued to the 
strange idea that w
e can m
ove from
 our corrupted 
condition to a perfected one through a cleansing act 
of bloodshed) but also a contradiction in term
s. Using 
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violence to com
bat violence contravenes prefigurative 
principles, doesn't it?
The rejection of non-violence as a principled 
anarchist com
m
itm
ent has its roots in long-established 
radical principles of physical force, w
hich legitim
atised 
preparedness as a form
 of self-defence. Self-defence in 
physical force assum
es that conflict is likely, if not inevi-
table. It's therefore right to think about how
 anticipated 
onslaughts m
ight be resisted. This can m
ean anything 
from
 building barricades to w
hat Kropotkin referred to 
as conquering bread—
building self-sustaining netw
orks 
for m
utual aid. The traditional defence of individual acts 
of aggression is that they should be understood as reflex 
responses to system
atic injustice. H
istorically, anarchists 
have treated this kind of violence as the cum
ulative neg-
ative consequence of institutionalisation, brutalisation 
and structural disadvantage. Violence w
as perpetrated 
by individuals w
ho w
ere perhaps m
isguided, perhaps 
alienated, perhaps distressed, perhaps unusually sensitive 
to the visible effects of inequality and repression. They 
w
ere justifiable as political acts because the activists 
involved w
ere prom
pted by a desire to protest against 
those injustices and w
ere w
illing to take responsibility 
for their ow
n actions. The third condition w
as that their 
actions w
ere generally intelligible to others, accepted 
and understood. The term
s of the debate have changed 
substantially since the 1880s, but this defence is still 
invoked today. Direct action activists w
ho have taken 
ham
m
ers to m
ilitary hardw
are, for exam
ple, or have 
used other form
s of violence to protect a com
m
unity, 
to rem
ove a dictator or defend the environm
ent from
 
destruction, often talk about the im
pulse to act against 
system
atic prejudice or harm
 - irrespective of any risk 
to them
selves.
But w
hat is at stake for prefigurative politics if 
questions of violence are treated as contingent and not 
principled anarchist com
m
itm
ents? C
ritics rightly argue 
that the lim
its on w
hat violence can achieve leaves open 
a fundam
ental question about w
hat kind of social relation-
ships anarchist action prefigures. Leaving aside debates 
about the character of anarchist utopias, it is not obvious 
that the recourse to violence underm
ines anarchist goals 
- unless anarchy is understood as a condition directed 
tow
ards the eradication of violence. This point is crucial. 
In fact, historical anarchists w
ho called for the abolition 
of capitalism
 and the state had their sights set on the 
destruction of the m
onopoly of the violence, som
ething 
they believed states held, and not the abolition of vio-
lence. Using violence against this m
onopoly ruled out 
the the possibility of going through the state to abolish 
state violence. It w
ould not, how
ever, rule out the use of 
violence against the state.
Even if physical force is m
isguided or im
possi-
bilist in som
e tim
es and contexts, it's clearly not alw
ays 
the case. For instance, w
hen civilians use the threat of 
force or actual force against pow
erful state authorities or 
indeed, those non-state organisations w
hose aspirations 
to statehood are inherently threatening. Is it not self-evi-
dent that it is no m
ore unethical to use violence to resist 
the aggression of the state than it is to react violently to 
aggressive individuals and groups, w
hose behaviours 
are regulated and controlled by the protective pow
ers 
that states deploy.
The rejection of non-violence is not equivalent to an 
em
brace of violence or even an indication of a w
illingness 
to use it. It is consistent w
ith initiatives designed to prom
ote 
conflict resolution and w
ith projects to extend m
utual aid. 
It does not hark back to a rom
anticised, heroic ideal of 
self-sacrifice or m
artyrdom
, w
hich should be recognised 
for w
hat it is: a crude caricature. N
or does it entail the 
dem
onisation of opponents and revelry in their dem
ise. 
The rejection of non-violence as a prim
ary anarchist com
-
m
itm
ent is m
erely a decision to reserve judgm
ent on the 
use of violence and a refusal to autom
atically condem
n 
those that resort to it. 
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